CIVILIZATION   AND   DISEASE

persons stung by a tarantula. It is probable, that the very swift
motion impressed upon the air by musical instruments, and com-
municated by the air to the skin, and so to the spirits and blood,
does, in some measure, dissolve and dispel their growing coagula-
tion; and that the effects of the dissolution increase as the sound
itself increases, till, at last, the humors retrieve their primitive
fluid state, by virtue of these repeated shakings and vibrations;
upon which the patient revives gradually, moves his limbs, gets
upon his legs, groans, jumps about with violence, till the sweat
breaks and carries off the seeds of the poison/*

It seems that tarantism gradually died out during the 18th cen-
tury. Cases were still reported, particularly after Baglivfs Dis-
sertation had drawn the attention of the entire medical world to
the subject. His name carried great weight, and doctors and lay-
men began to look around wondering whether this strange disease
did not occur in their country also. The Gentlemen's Magazine
published in its September number of 1753 the letter of an
Italian music student Stephan Storace who had seen a case in
Torre della Annunziata and had played the tarantella for the
patient. He wrote the music down and added it to his letter.38
Other incidental reports came from other countries, but by and
large the disease died out. It was found, in addition, that the
Apulian tarantula was in no way different from that of other
countries and that the symptoms caused by its sting were per-
fectly harmless. Tarantism was discarded as a myth. Yet it had
undoubtedly been a very real disease which for centuries had
affected many people. If it was not caused by the venom of a
spider, what was its nature?

Ferdinandus gives us a clue.39 He said that according to some
people tarantism was not a disease at all, a view that he refuted
immediately with the argument that if tarantism was a mere fiction,
there would not be so many poor people, and particularly poor
women, spending nearly all their money on the music. They did
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